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“Wealth is where past injustices breed present suffering.”
Mehrsa Baradaran in Vox’s Explained.

“Injustice plus time does not equal justice.”
Unknown in The Massacre of Tulsa’s “Black Wall Street”

Abstract
The City of Boston has a Black-white wealth gap that is significantly larger than the national
wealth gap. The gap stems from historical and political events which have created racial
disparities in the socio-economic factors that influence wealth. The wealth gap violates the
societal goals of life, safety, liberty, equality, democracy, property, and happiness. This paper
explores data on wealth in Boston, describes factors that influence the wealth gap, and analyzes
policy options. This analysis demonstrates a need for the City of Boston and the Commonwealth
of Massachusetts to address the Black-white wealth gap by expanding the existing Boston Saves
and BabySteps programs by taxing inheritances and capital gains as income. The policy design
criteria outlined in this paper provide a framework that could be used to prioritize equity and
societal goals in any policy. Additionally, the findings generated through this process provide a
pathway to Black-white wealth equity in the Commonwealth which could be replicated in other
cities and states.
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Introduction

Despite growing up on the border of Brookline and Boston, Massachusetts, I never
thought very much about wealth disparities in the city. Then I saw an article written by Akilah
Johnson of the Boston Globe in 2017 titled “That was no typo: The median net worth of Black
Bostonians really is $8.” The day before this piece was published, the Globe Spotlight Team had
released their series titled Boston. Racism. Image. Reality. which unpacked Boston’s reputation
as one of the most systemically, historically, and interpersonally racist cities in America. In the
series, the Spotlight Team discussed research from the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston which
found that in Boston, white households have a median wealth of $247,500 compared to a median
wealth of $8 for Black households (Munoz et al., 2015; as cited in Johnson et al., 2017). Some
readers of the Globe were so shocked by this statistic that they wrote into the paper reporting the
‘typo’. However, there was no mistake, this statistic reflected Boston's Black-white wealth gap.
The following paper will provide evidence of the Black-white wealth gap in Boston,
explore historical and political factors that have influenced the wealth gap, and discuss how the
wealth gap violates societal goals outlined in the constitutions of both the United States and the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts. This background will inform the creation of a policy analysis
framework that will then be used to evaluate policy options. Based on this analysis, the
Commonwealth of Massachusetts and City of Boston must collaborate to improve the Boston
Saves and BabySteps programs and generate revenue by taxing wealth and capital gains as
income.
Throughout this paper, the term Black-white wealth gap will be used to indicate the
difference in median wealth holdings between those who self-identify as or are federally
classified as either Black or white. Wealth, or net worth, has been defined as a household's assets
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minus debt (Long & Van Dam, 2020; McIntosh et al., 2020). Wealth is often measured through
representative surveys; for example, the Federal Reserve Bank's Survey of Consumer Finances
(SCF) asks a representative sample of Americans detailed questions about their financial asset
and liabilities to understand patterns in wealth holdings (Thompson & Suarez, 2019). Racial gaps
also exist in income; while income allows individuals and families to meet their basic needs, it is
only representative of a moment in time (Munoz et al., 2015). Income can also fluctuate
dramatically with changes in employment, marital status, and other significant life events.
Wealth, which is built over time, offers a more holistic view of financial status. Wealth is
essential for safety and stability while also allowing for investment in the future, education, and
business. A lack of wealth can result in short term financial disruption, unstable housing, and
unstable retirement outcomes (Munoz et al., 2015; Meschede et al., 2016). As a result, wealth
allows us to see the impacts of financial disparities that have accumulated over the lifespan and
between generations.
The disbelief of some Boston Globe readers is consistent with national data that shows
the desire to perceive the world as just causes Americans to overlook historical and present-day
racism and overestimate racial economic equality by 25% (Kraus et al., 2017). Growing up in
Brookline, a suburb bordering Boston, I spent a lot of my life overestimating equality in my own
community and world. During my freshman year of high school, I met classmates who came
from backgrounds that were very different from my own. When I was 15, Mike Brown was
murdered and the nationwide Black Lives Matter movement emerged (Johnson, 2014). For the
first time, I was forced to confront the inequities in my world. Throughout high school, I became
more politically engaged and decided to attend the University of Vermont (UVM) with the
intention of becoming a teacher and working to address the inequities I was coming to
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understand. However, once at UVM, I quickly found a passion for public policy and eventually
individually designed my major focusing on Public Policy and Equity Studies. This paper is the
culmination of that work and my desire to go into the world and use public policy to address the
inequities I first encountered as a teenager.
The Black Lives Matter Movement (BLM) played a key role in my original confrontation
with inequity and six years later, it became a key part of my decision to focus on Boston’s Blackwhite wealth gap in this paper. This past spring, I again confronted racial inequity after the
murder of George Floyd and with the resurgence of the BLM movement. Despite being six years
older, I realized how little I knew about Black history and racial inequality. At the same time, I
was searching for a thesis topic that would allow me to apply my policy design skills to an
intersectional social problem. The Boston Globe article came to mind and I decided to focus on
designing a policy to address the Black-white wealth gap in Boston.
The fact that it was not until I was a freshman in high school before being confronted
with inequities speaks to my privilege. Since I was fourteen, I have been learning about, rather
than experiencing inequity, racism, classism, and more. This thesis is part of my work to
understand my own privilege and an attempt to dismantle the inequitable systems that I have
unfairly benefited from my entire life. I come to this topic as a white, college-educated woman,
who grew up in a wealthy suburb of Boston; the house that I grew up in was small, but my
parents owned it; my family has benefited and will continue to benefit from the intergenerational
transfer of wealth. As I will discuss, many of these factors are essential to creating and
maintaining the Black-white wealth gap. I say all of this to provide context about my own
positionality in this paper and this subject. This spring, I saw many people on social media
saying that it is not the duty of the oppressed, but the oppressors, to dismantle systemic racism.
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Until white people decide to tackle racial inequity, progress cannot be made. It is in that spirit
that I write this paper.
Background
It is important to note the difference between the Black-white wealth gap and the racial
wealth gap. These terms often get conflated due to the tendency for Americans to see race as a
Black-white binary. I have chosen to focus on the Black-white wealth gap, not to reinforce that
binary, but because wealth is intergenerational and highly influenced by history. Asian, Black,
Indigenous, Latino, and white people all have distinct histories that have influenced their ability
to accumulate wealth in the United States. Not only does grouping these populations together
erase the unique histories that have led to racial wealth inequities today but discussing each of
these histories and their impact on wealth is beyond the scope of this paper.
Throughout this paper the terms Black and white will be used. The term Black will be
used to refer to people, originally of African descent, who have been in the United States for
multiple generations. While many Afrolatinos and African immigrants might also identify as
Black, their identity as immigrants influences their ability to build wealth in ways that are unique
from US-born Blacks. The term African American could be used to describe US-born Blacks,
however, Destinee Charise Royal of the New York Times shared that “because of the history of
Black people in this country, most of us do not have a specific African nation to link our ancestry
back to” (Coleman, 2020). As a result, the term African American would not be appropriate.
Additionally, according to the American Psychological Association (APA) (2020), the term
African American should be accompanied by the term European American to describe people,
originally of European descent, who have been living in the US for generations. Using the terms
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Black and white addresses race and allows for specifying that this paper focuses on people who
have been in the US for generations rather than more recent immigrants from Europe or Africa.
Although the APA (2020) recommends capitalizing all racial terms because they are
proper nouns, I will be capitalizing Black but not white. For a long time, Black Americans have
been advocating for the capitalization of their racial identifiers. In 1926, W.E.B. Du Bois started
a campaign advocating for the capitalization of the term Negro in New York Times arguing that
the lack of capitalization was an insult to the millions of Americans who identified with the term
(Coleman, 2020). In the wake of the murder of George Floyd, many newspapers like the New
York Times, chose to capitalized Black while keeping white lowercase. They argued that the
capitalization of the term marks “the difference between a color and a culture” and that to
capitalize white just because Black is being capitalized isn’t intentional. Additionally, the term
white has been capitalized by white supremacists advocating for “white power” (Coleman,
2020). Anne Price from the Insight Center for Community Economic Development argues that
capitalization is about claiming power and respect, something white people already have.
Furthermore, until Black people receive equal treatment in society, we cannot have equal
treatment in our language (Appiah, 2020). For the purposes of this paper, I will use the terms
Black and white to support claims to Black power and respect, recognize that being Black is a
cultural and racial identity, avoid using white supremacist language, and recognize the on-going
movement for racial equality.
When collecting racial data, the Census Bureau (2019a) allowed survey respondents to
self-identify as one or multiple races. People who originate from Europe, the Middle East or
Northern Africa and people who self-report identities such as white, German, Italian, or
Caucasian are considered white. People who originate from any of the Black racial groups in
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Africa or who self-report identities such as African American, Nigerian, or Haitian are
considered Black or African American. According to the Census’ (2019a) population estimates,
25.2% of Boston residents self-identified as only Black or African American and 44.5% of
residents identified as only white, not Hispanic or Latino. The SCF asked survey respondents the
following question, “Which of these categories do you feel best describe you: white, Black or
African American, Hispanic or Latino, Asian, American Indian or Alaska Native, Hawaiian
Native or other Pacific Islander, or another race?” (Thompson & Suarez, 2019, p. 5). Although
the results from the Census and SCF approximate the previously discussed definitions of Black
and white, it should be noted that they may also include more recent immigrants from African or
European countries along with Middle Eastern people.
The National Asset Scorecard for Communities of Color (NASCC) which was used by
Munoz et al. (2015) to explore the wealth gap in Boston provided a more nuanced view of race
by collecting data on whether Black respondents were born in the U.S. or if they originated more
recently from the Caribbean or an African country (p. 8). This nuance allows for data that more
closely aligns with the definitions of Black and white used in this paper. The socially constructed
nature of race makes defining and classifying race challenging. Blackburn (2000) described how
biological constructions of race have been used to justify racial oppression, violence, and
genocide. More recently research has disproven these biological constructions and suggested that
race is socially constructed (pp. 4-6). Understanding that race is socially, not biologically,
constructed shifts the focus from the individual to the institutions and actors that have
constructed race. It must be acknowledged that exploring patterns in racial wealth distributions
requires a reliance on data that classifies people in ways that may not fully encompass an
individual’s racial identity and that may not align with evolving racial terms or identifiers.
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Understanding Boston’s Black-white Wealth Gap
Examining the Black-white Wealth Gap in Boston
Before I can begin to address the Black-white wealth gap, evidence must be provided to
demonstrate that the gap exists. Data from the NASCC and the Census Bureau will be used to
provide evidence of the Black-white wealth gap in Boston. In 2015, the Federal Reserve Bank of
Boston utilized data from the NASCC, a survey that collects household financial data in
Metropolitan areas, to understand the racial wealth gap in the Boston Metropolitan Statistical
Area (MSA) (Munoz et al., 2015). The Boston MSA includes Essex, Middlesex, Norfolk,
Plymouth, and Suffolk counties (Meschede et. al., 2016). White households in the Boston MSA
had a median wealth, assets minus debt, of $247,500 while Black households had a median
wealth of $8 (Munoz et al., 2015). For the purposes of this analysis, survey data from the Census
will be used to compare local data to nationwide trends. In 2016 the median wealth of white
families nationwide was $143,000 compared to a median wealth of $12,920 for Black families
(Census Bureau, 2016). Not only are white residents of the Boston MSA significantly wealthier
than white people nationwide, but median Black wealth is also significantly lower, making the
Black-white wealth gap in the Boston MSA much more pronounced. To further dissect these
numbers, wealth can be broken down into liquid assets, illiquid assets, and debt.
Assets
Liquid assets, which can be quickly converted into cash, include checking accounts,
savings accounts, investments, and money market accounts. Liquid assets are essential when
families face financial shocks or emergencies (Bryant et al., 2017). Not only are white
Bostonians more likely to own liquid assets--96% of white residents owned liquid assets
compared to 83% of Black residents--their liquid wealth is also more valuable. The median value
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of liquid assets for white residents was $25,000 compared to $670 for Black residents (Munoz et
al., 2015). On a national level, 94.9% of white Americans and 80.8% of Black Americans have
assets at financial institutions such as interest earning or checking accounts (Census, 2016). In
Boston, 25% of Black residents were unbanked, meaning they do not have a bank account,
compared to 7% of their white counterparts. Being unbanked is an indicator of living paycheck
to paycheck. While it can mean having more cash on hand, it is usually associated with not
having enough money to meet the minimum requirement for checking and savings accounts
(Munoz et al., 2015). For the purpose of this paper, investments, and retirement accounts will
also be considered liquid assets.
While these accounts are not always liquid, some are only available to the owner under
certain circumstances (e.g.401(k)s, IRAs, 529 plans), most could be accessed, under penalty, in
case of an emergency. While 40% of white Bostonians hold stocks, investments, and mutual
funds, only 10% of Black Bostonians claim this same set of assets. In terms of retirement
savings, 56% of white households and 20% of Black households have retirement accounts
(Munoz et al., 2015). On a national level, 23.5% of white Americans have stocks or mutual fund
shares compared to 6.5% of Black Americans. Additionally, 60.4% of white Americans and 37.3
Black Americans have a retirement account (Census Bureau, 2016). Illiquid, or fixed, assets are
those which cannot be easily converted to cash and include valuable property like homes or
vehicles (Census Bureau, 2016). Homeownership is one of the main ways that Americans
maintain and grow their wealth. In the Boston MSA, 79% of white residents and 33% of Black
residents own a home (Munoz et al., 2015). In the U.S, cars are also an important illiquid asset
because they make jobs more accessible. Fifty percent of Black residents own cars compared to
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85% of white residents (Munoz et al., 2015). Overall, white residents have more assets and more
valuable assets than their Black counterparts.
Debt
Since wealth is composed of assets minus debt, understanding debt is key to
understanding why Black wealth is so low in the Boston MSA. Unsecured debt, which is not tied
to an asset, includes credit card debt, student loans, and medical debt (Census Bureau, 2016).
Munoz et al. (2015) found no statistically significant difference in credit card debt between
Black and white residents. Overall, student loan debt is more of a concern for white young
adults, 42% of whom attend college compared to 37% of Black young adults (Hussar et al.,
2020). Regardless, Black students who do attend college graduate with significantly more debt
than white students (Munoz et al., 2015).
Secured debt, such as home, business, and vehicle debt (Census Bureau, 2016), are
connected to the borrowers’ assets meaning that if the borrower fails to meet the payment, the
lender can repossess that asset (FTC, 2012). Sixty percent of white homeowners and 90% of
Black homeowners in the Boston MSA have mortgage debt (Munoz et al., 2015). Nationally,
71% of white people and 42.2% of Black people have equity in their own home (Munoz et al.,
2015). This difference in homeownership debt and the fact that Black residents are less likely to
own homes means that Black people are not experiencing the wealth-building impacts of
homeownership in the same ways that white people are (Munoz et al., 2015). Vehicle debt in
Boston is much less common than on the national level, 30% of white Bostonians and 21% of
Black Bostonians have vehicle debt compared to 87.3% of white Americans and 70.5% of Black
Americans (Munoz et al., 2015; Census Bureau, 2016). This is likely because white people are
much more likely to have cars (Munoz et al., 2015). In the U.S. Black people are less likely to
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have health insurance than white people. As a result, Black residents are more likely to have
medical debt. When added together the median value of white and Black non-housing debt was
$2,000 and $3,000 respectfully (Munoz et al., 2015).
Overall, these data from the NASCC demonstrate an extreme Black-white wealth gap in
the Boston MSA. Black residents have less liquid wealth and are less likely to have investments
or retirement savings when compared to their white counterparts. White residents also have more
access to illiquid assets and are more likely to own homes or cars. While there is no statistically
significant difference in credit card debt between racial groups, Black college graduates have
more student loan debt. Although white car owners have more vehicle debt, white homeowners
have significantly less mortgage debt (Munoz et al., 2015). Together these disparities work to
create a Black-white wealth gap in the Boston MSA that is significantly wider than the
nationwide gap.
Exploring Historical and Political Factors
Since wealth is built over time and passed through generations it is especially important
to understand the events and policies that have influenced the ability of Black and white
Americans to build wealth. The historical and political events discussed here do not provide an
entire history of policies and events that have created racial injustice in this country. Rather, they
provide insight into historical events and decisions that continue to shape the wealth gap today.
From Slavery to Jim Crow: 1619-1910
McCartney (2003) used correspondences between John Rolfe and the Virginia Company
to demonstrate the arrival of about twenty Africans to Jamestown in 1619. Although it is
unknown whether these people were enslaved before arriving in Virginia, they were shortly sold
into slavery. The first record of the Slave trade in Massachusetts comes from a 1638 entry in
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John Winthrop’s journal (Dunn et al., 1996). Although Europeans had visited North America in
the 1500s, their first successful attempts to settle what is now the United States occurred in the
early 1600s (Library of Congress, n.d.). Together, these sources demonstrate that slavery began
about 400 years ago, predating the founding of the United States.
As a major port city, merchants in Boston facilitated the trade of slaves by bringing
enslaved people from Africa to Boston and then selling them. When the British established the
Royal African Company to monopolize the slave trade, smugglers used small harbors, like
Boston Harbor, to continue the trade (Mitchell, 2013; Saffin & Usher, 1681). Differences in
climate and agricultural practices meant that Northern States had smaller populations of enslaved
people than Southern States (Dunn, 1996). However, in addition to participating in the trade of
enslaved people, local craftsmen and wealthy families in Boston often had one or two enslaved
people as domestic servants. Before the Revolutionary war, port cities like Boston and Salem had
the highest population of enslaved people (Greene, 1968). So even though large-scale plantations
weren’t common in the North, enslaved people still facilitated the creation of white wealth in the
North by providing unpaid domestic and trade labor.
By 1860, the labor of enslaved people made up 23% of white people’s income in the
South (Ransom, 2001). White Northerners also profited off slave labor by buying the cheap
cotton that was produced by enslaved people and using it to produce textiles in mill towns like
Lowell (Ransom, 2001; Yafa, 2005). By 1860, Northern Mills produced $115 million in textiles
(Yafa 2005, pp. 129-130). Not only did white people profit off the labor of enslaved people who
were unable to earn wages or accumulate wealth, enslaved people were also locked out of
policies that allowed white Americans to build their wealth even further. Expanding
opportunities for white-Europeans in the United States, the 1862 Homestead Act allowed
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American settlers to claim up to 160 acres of land that once belonged to Native Americans.
Policies like this one were unavailable to Black people and played a significant role in building
white wealth. Commencing with enslavement and perpetuated through structural inequities
supported by U.S. government policies, this 400-year head start in white wealth creation sets the
stage for the rest of American history.
In suits brought by Elizabeth Freeman and Quock Walker, lawyers argued that their
enslavement was illegal under the MA Constitution which declares all men free and equal (Brom
& Bett v. John Ashley, Esq., 1781; Commonwealth v. Jennison, 1783; as cited by Winthrop et al.
1873). As a result of these cases, slavery was formally ended in Massachusetts in the early
1780s. In 1865, the 13th Amendment ended chattel slavery nationwide. The post-civil war
Reconstruction period that followed offered former slaves a brief opportunity to build wealth.
For example, after meeting with leaders of the Black community, General Sherman issued
Special Field Order #15 which set aside 400,000 acres of land in Georgia and South Carolina for
former slaves (Klein et al., 2018). Congress established the Freedmen's Bureau and Bank to help
former slaves and poor whites adjust to life after the Civil War. The Bureau successfully divided
and distributed 400,000 acres in 40-acre plots (An Act to Establish a Bureau for the Relief of
Freedmen and Refugees, 1865; Special Field Order #15, 1865). By 1870, Congress ratified the
14th and 15th Amendments granting Black men the rights of citizenship and the right to vote.
When Andrew Johnson became president after the assassination of President Lincoln, he
took steps to remove federal control from the South; this included dismantling the Freedmen's
Bureau and returning the land that had been granted to formerly enslaved people back to its
former white owners (Lee, 2019). As a result of this reversal, white landowners kept their land
and the wealth Black people had built for them since the beginning of slavery in the U.S. (Klein
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et al., 2018). As a result of The Panic of 1873, a period of economic recession, Congress granted
the Freedmen’s Bank more leeway in their charter (Office of the Comptroller of the Currency,
n.d.). The Bank’s all white board of trustees began issuing high risk loans to white investors
which led to the Bank's failure in 1874 (Lee, 2019). This mismanagement left 61,444 Black
families with combined losses of over $3 million (Office of the Comptroller of the Currency,
n.d.). Although it was designed to support Black savings and wealth, the Freedmen’s Bank ended
up being a tool for the redistribution of Black wealth to white borrowers.
Over the next several decades, Jim Crow laws were established throughout the country.
The term Jim Crow was a reference to a minstrel character named Jim Crow who was played by
Thomas Dartmouth Rice (Annuß, 2014) The term was first used to describe segregation in the
early 1800s in Massachusetts where segregated train cars were referred to as Jim Crow cars
(Ruchames, 1956). Jim Crow laws built on Black Codes which were implemented when the
Federal government withdrew from the South post-Civil War. Black codes were designed to
criminalize Black life and Black economic activity by preventing Black people from doing
things like selling the goods they grew on their farm after dark. Vagrancy laws also allowed
Black people to be arrested if they were unable to prove employment at any time (Blackmon,
2008; as cited by PBS, n.d.). Black Codes and Jim Crow laws formalized racial segregation
across the country and the concept of “separate but equal” was established by the 1896 Supreme
Court decision when the Court ruled in Plessey v. Ferguson that separate by equal facilities, in
this case train cars, were constitutional.
The Great Migration: 1910-1970
At the beginning of the 20th century, 90% of Black Americans were living in the South.
By the 1970s that number was 47%. This demographic shift reflects changes due to the Great
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Migration when Black Americans migrated North (Wilkerson, 2016). The U.S. Census Bureau
(2012) explained that WWI caused reduced immigration in the early 20th century. As a result,
the Northern manufacturing industry experienced a labor shortage which allowed Black
Americans to move North and fill these jobs. In 1927, the Mississippi River Valley flooded
leaving nearly half a million Black people without homes (Howard, 1984). Wilkerson (2016)
cited the increased racial violence in the South as another reason Black Americans began moving
North. Black financial progress was seen as an affront to white Supremacy and Black people
became the targets of racist violence (Lee, 2019; DuVernay, 2016). McWhirter (2011; as cited
by Hodges 2013) chronicled The Red Summer of 1919 which was the country's bloodiest period
of racial violence with 26 race riots occurring between April and November. Together,
economic, environmental, and social factors created the conditions for The Great Migration
Due to Boston’s geographical location, Black migrants often had to pass through other
Northern cities like New York or Philadelphia before arriving in the city and Boston ended up
receiving a smaller influx of Black migrants than many other Northern cities (Boston National
Historical Park, n.d.; Johnson et al., 2017). Migrants who did make it all the way to Boston were
often met with hostility (Ballesteros, 2017). The following will detail the ways in which white
residents in Northern cities, like Boston, responded to Black migrants by using institutional and
interpersonal racism to protect their wealth, particularly in housing.
At the same time the Great Migration was beginning, the first Mortgage Interest
Deduction was introduced. The policy allowed homeowners to deduct interest from their loan
payments, reducing the overall cost of a home. At the time this policy was created it was
designed to support businesses; however, it still allowed personal and family mortgages to be
deducted (Congressional Research Service, 2020). This deduction began to accelerate the wealth
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of white families who were more likely to own a home or business. Due to differences in
income, wealth, and racial discrimination, Black families were less likely to own homes or
businesses and did not benefit as much from the policy. During this time, the National
Association of Real Estate Brokers began to formalize housing segregation. In 1924 they
declared that, out of concern for property values, real estate agents should never introduce
members of a minority race into a white neighborhood (Massey, 2015). In the years before the
Great Depression, institutional changes were being made to protect white homeownership. Once
the stock market crashed, half of homeowners defaulted on their mortgages (Klein et al., 2018).
These events accelerated changes that were happening in homeownership policy.
In 1932, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected on the promise of a New Deal. While the
New Deal might be considered a hallmark of progressive policy, many of its programs were not
equitably designed or implemented. New housing policies and Social Security helped rebuild
white wealth while providing little support to Black Americans. In the first 100 days of his
presidency, FDR began implementing policies to aid homeowners. The National Housing Act
(1934) established the Federal Housing Administration (FHA) to provide federal loans and help
Americans refinance mortgages. To determine who was eligible for a loan, the FHA created The
Underwriting Manual and residential security maps (FHA, 1938). The manual explained that for
neighborhoods to maintain stable home values it was necessary that homes “continue to be
occupied by the same social and racial classes'' (Massey, 2015). To maintain this segregation and
to issue loans that were low risk, the FHA created residential security maps. Black
neighborhoods, like Roxbury, Dorchester, and Hyde Park, were colored in red on the maps to
indicate that loans would not be issued there (see Appendix) (Fair Housing Center, n.d. b; Klein
et al., 2018). This process, which came to be known as redlining, prevented Black people from
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receiving federal loans and contributed to the devaluation of property in Black neighborhoods.
Between 1934 and 1962, 98% of Federal home loans went to white families (National
Commission on Fair Housing and Equal Opportunity, 2008).
In 1935, the Social Security Act was also enacted as part of FDR’s New Deal. The
original legislation failed to provide benefits to farm and domestic workers (Kijakazi et al.,
2019). At this time, 65% of Black people were employed in farm and domestic work making
them ineligible for any benefits. There are various explanations for why these professions were
excluded from the Act. Kijakazi et al. (2019) explained how it's possible that there were
administrative barriers that made including domestic and agricultural workers too challenging
however it is also possible that the exclusion of these professions was a result of alliances made
by white policy makers who were protecting their own and their constituents' economic and
political fortunes. Kijakazi et al. (2019) also said that the exclusion of domestic and agricultural
workers was a racially motivated decision driven by Southern Congressmen who wanted to keep
Black sharecroppers tied to white owned land. Regardless of the motivation, many Black people
did not receive benefits until the 1950s when the original Act was amended (Kijakazi et al.,
2019). This policy provided white people with a 20-year head start in receiving economic
security and wealth building benefits from Social Security.
After WWII, the G.I. Bill was introduced with a variety of benefits that fostered white
wealth while failing to support Black veterans. The G.I Bill allowed millions to buy homes, go to
college, and invest in businesses (Massey, 2007). However, to pass the G.I bill and gain the
support of Southern Congressmen, Congress intentionally left out Federal oversight provisions;
the administration of benefits was left to state Veterans Affairs Departments who frequently
discriminated against Black Veterans. This discrimination was especially present in housing
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benefits, despite being promised low-interest loans with zero down payment (Equal Justice
Initiative, 2019).
Many white people were able to protect their wealth through migration and private
contracts. Threatened by the influx of Black migrants, white people began a migration of their
own, moving from urban areas to the suburbs in a process referred to as white Flight (Boustan,
2010). Between 1940 and 1970 the mean white population in non-southern cities like Boston
declined by 16,158 while the Black population increased by 28,209 (Boustan, 2010). In their new
suburban neighborhoods, white northerners began enforcing segregation using racial covenants,
which were private agreements that enforced neighborhood segregation. The Supreme Court
ruled in Buchanan v. Warley (1917) that racially segregated public zoning was unconstitutional,
but the decision allowed for the continuation of private agreements, such as racial covenants, to
enforce segregation. These covenants were included in deeds and prevented the property from
being occupied by Black people. Covenants remained legal until 1948 when they were struck
down by the Supreme Court in Shelley v. Kraemer. These private covenants were distinct from
redlining policies that related to home loans or public zoning policies but all three worked
together to segregate neighborhoods and maintain white wealth through the protection of home
values.
After WWII, the Great Migration and white Flight continued. Between 1940 and 1970,
four million Black people left the South. For every Black person that arrived in Northern cities,
2.7 white people left (Boustan, 2010). Semules (2016) argued that white Flight was also
facilitated by the Interstate Highway system (funded by the Federal Aid Highway Act of 1956)
and post war prosperity that allowed many white Americans to purchase cars and commute from
the suburbs into the city for work. Racist lending practices and restrictive covenants prevented
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many Black Americans from moving to the suburbs. While highways built idyllic white
suburban neighborhoods, they decimated the previously vibrant urban neighborhoods that they
cut through. The exodus of wealthy white residents caused cities to lose a large tax base which
weakened public services, contributed to urban decline, and increased poverty (Semuels, 2016).
By the mid to late 20th century, cities and suburbs were racially divided. In 1980, 72% of Black
people lived in cities compared to 33% of white people (Boustan, 2010). White people owned
valuable real estate in suburban areas while Black people remained in cities as renters or as
owners of property that had been devalued by the deteriorating urban environment.
Civil Rights Era: 1954-1977
In 1954, the Supreme Court ruled that separate facilitates were not equal in Brown v.
Board of Education, which overturned the Plessy v. Ferguson decision. The court determined
that Black students had the right to be educated alongside their white peers. In response to the
violent response to Brown v. Board, a growing Civil Rights movement organized the 1955
Montgomery Bus Boycott (Library of Congress, n.d). In 1964, the Civil Rights Act passed,
formally outlawing discrimination and segregation in public services, employment, and federally
funded programs (whitehead, 2013). However, after extensive negotiations, Congress decided to
exclude the FHA and VA programs from the Act, allowing for continued housing discrimination.
In response, Senator Edward Brooke from Massachusetts introduced legislation that
would ban discrimination in housing and allow Housing and Urban Development (HUD) to
investigate alleged discrimination, hold hearings, and issue a cease-and-desist order when
discrimination was found. While the bill initially stalled in congress, the assassination of Martin
Luther King Jr. led many congressmen to support the bill and it passed seven days later (Massey,
2015). The Act attempted to end many private practices that real estate agents used to
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discriminate against minority homebuyers. Unfortunately, weak enforcement mechanisms
rendered it mostly ineffective in addressing housing segregation (Massey, 2015). The Act also
failed to address discrimination in mortgage lending which was not prohibited until the 1974
Equal Credit Opportunity Act.
Tensions surrounding Civil Rights came to a head in Boston during the busing crisis
(Ballesteros, 2017). In 1974, Federal Courts in MA ordered desegregation of public school
through bussing; 18,000 students, Black and white, took buses to schools outside of their
neighborhood. white demonstrators in South Boston violently protested busing by attacking
school buses of Black children on their way to school. State police were stationed in South
Boston for the next three years and Federal courts and the state continued to oversee busing until
1988 when the Boston School Committee regained responsibility for desegregation of schools.
As a result of busing, over 30,000, mostly white, students were enrolled in private schools
(Boston Research Center, n.d.). The story of busing is important because it demonstrates that
Boston also has a racially violent history. The Civil Rights Era is marked by progress and
regression. Despite the country being forced to reckon with issues of race and the passage of
important legislation, many of the policies like the Fair Housing Act (1968) did not create
change that meaningfully reduced the gap in Black-white wealth.
Late 20th Century: 1977-2000
In 1977, the Community Reinvestment Act (CRA) was enacted as an attempt to remedy
the history of redlining and discrimination in housing loans. The CRA instructed banks to meet
social and community needs in addition to making profits (Dahl et al, 2010). While the CRA was
not designed to address racial disparities in homeownership, low and middle-income
neighborhoods had large Black populations due to the history of segregation and redlining. As a
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result, the CRA ended up addressing racial disparities (Ghent et al., 2015). The agencies
established criteria that assessed the ability of a bank to meet low and middle-income community
needs. There are four categories: outstanding, satisfactory, needs to improve, and substantial
noncompliance. The timing of evaluations is based on a bank's rating but can be up to five years
for banks that are rated outstanding (Dahl et al, 2010). Dahl et al. (2010) explained that some
scholars have failed to find that the CRA changed the rates of mortgage lending in low income
and minority areas, while others have found that the policy increased access to mortgage lending
for low and moderate-income borrowers. Despite questions of effectiveness, the policy is still in
effect today as an attempt to equalize mortgage lending.
Mass incarceration also began during this time. During their administrations, Richard
Nixon and Ronald Regan began the war on crime and the war on drugs. Between 1970 and 1990,
the prison population rose from 357,292 to 1,179,200 Americans (DuVernay, 2016). In 1970,
Nixon signed the Controlled Substances Act (CSA) into law which established the drug
classification system we have today. The Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) was created three
years later to enforce controlled substances laws (Department of Justice, 2020). Nixon advisors
were caught on tape talking about the intent behind these policies, saying that since they could
not make it a crime to be Black, they criminalized drugs instead and used that to disrupt
communities of color (DuVernay, 2016). Regan continued the War on Drugs by signing the 1986
Anti-Drug Abuse Act which established mandatory minimum sentences for certain drugs. In
2012, The Nation released a recording of an interview between Regan’s campaign manager Lee
Atwater and political scientist Alexander P. Lamis where Atwater expressed the campaigns
strategy by saying:
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You start out in 1954 by saying, "Nigger, nigger, nigger". By 1968 you can't say
[that]...So you say stuff like forced busing, states' rights and all that stuff. You're getting
so abstract now [that] you're talking about cutting taxes, and all these things you're
talking about are totally economic things and a byproduct of them is [that] Blacks get
hurt worse than whites. (The Nation, 2012)
This quote clearly articulates the ways in which certain political actors during this time
used policies related to the economy, education, or other issues to appeal to white voters who
would benefit at the cost of Black people. Throughout the end of the 20th century, Democrats
like Bill Clinton responded to this by also adopting a tough on crime attitude. By 2000, over 2
million Americans were incarcerated (DuVernay, 2016). Today Black Americans are
overrepresented in prison populations; the Census (2019b) reported that 13.4% of Americans are
Black while the Federal Bureau of Prisons (2021) reported that 38.6% of inmates are Black. Not
only does mass incarceration hurt Black wealth, it also builds white wealth. According to Sliva
& Samimi (2018) major companies like Boeing, Microsoft, McDonald’s, and Walmart all use
prison labor where inmates are paid anywhere from 12 cents to $1 per hour. Collins et al. (2019)
also shared that most major companies and business owners are white.
Into the 21st Century: 2000-2020
In the early 2000s a housing bubble began to form. Financial incentives like the mortgage
deductions and the exclusion of home sales from capital gains taxes made homeownership more
available to the average American. Since homeownership is an essential part of the American
Dream, this created an exciting opportunity for many people who never thought they would be
able to own a home. Financial systems were also deregulated in the 1990s allowing banks and
mortgage lenders to act more freely (Cooper & Bruenig, 2017). Banks began issuing subprime
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mortgages, mortgages with high interest rates, to borrowers with low credit. Banks targeted
Black people with subprime mortgages. Banks like Wells Fargo targeted Black Churches with
seminars that focused on wealth building but that provided subprime loans (Klein et al., 2018).
Subprime mortgages were offered to the Black community as a ticket to the middle class.
However, behind closed doors, Wells Fargo employees infamously used racist language
describing Black borrowers as mud people and subprime mortgages as ghetto loans. People of
color were twice as likely to get a subprime loan and one out of five Black people with good
credit still received subprime loans (Powell, 2009). Then in 2007 the Great Recession hit. The
housing bubble burst, home values decreased, and borrowers were unable to pay off their
mortgages leading to foreclosures and the collapse of many banks (Coghlan et al., 2018).
Between August of 2008 and April of 2009, Massachusetts lost 107,500 jobs and unemployment
rose 2.6% (Patrick et al., 2009). Between August of 2008 and August of 2009, white
unemployment rose from 5.5% to 8.9% while Black unemployment rose from 10.7% to 15.1%
(U.S Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2009).
Home equity makes up a larger portion of middle and low-income family’s wealth
(Horowitz et al., 2020). As a result, the housing crisis had a more dramatic impact on their
wealth than the wealth of upper income families who depend more on stock market assets and
business equity. Horowitz et al. (2020) found that the stock market was able to recover more
quickly than the housing market, providing more immediate relief for upper income families.
During this time, the median net worth for families in lower income tiers decreased by at least
20% and the median net worth of the top 20% increased by 13% between 2007 and 2016
(Schaeffer, 2020).

FORGING A NEW FREEDOM TRAIL

27

Cooper & Bruenig (2017) argued that the Obama Administration had the financial
resources, legislative tools, and legal leverage to do more to support Black families in the
Troubled Asset Relief Package or the Home Affordable Mortgage Program or other policies
related to the recession. However, the Great Recession decimated Black wealth. The wealth that
Black people have is usually tied to their homes making the crisis particularly damaging for
Black Wealth (Cooper & Bruenig, 2017.; Long & Van Dam, 2020). The Recession caused Black
communities to lose 53% of their wealth compared to 16% for white communities (Brooks,
2016). Overall, between 1983 and 2016 Black families saw their wealth drop by more than half
while white household wealth increased by 33% (Collins et al., 2019). In just a few years, the
crisis destroyed all progress that had been made in the closure of racial homeownership and
wealth gaps (Kuhn et al., 2018).
Moss et al. (2020) described how this history meant that Black families went into the
COVID-19 pandemic, significantly less able than white families to manage the financial impacts
of the virus. The pandemic caused unemployment to rise regardless of race, however, Black
people have been more likely to experience unemployment or underemployment than their white
counterparts (Moss et al., 2020). The pandemic has demonstrated how essential wealth is for
individuals to be able to weather unexpected events, emergencies, and unemployment and has
made addressing the Black-white wealth gap even more pressing.

From the very beginning of our country's history, white people have had a head start in
the creation of wealth. Despite attempts to right the wrongs of slavery through policies like 40
acres and a mule, white people have used public and private institutions along with interpersonal
violence to maintain their wealth. Key examples of this are the New Deal’s housing and Social
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Security policies, the G.I. bills inequitable implementation, and the rise of mass incarceration. In
more recent years the Great Recession and COVID-19 only furthered the Black-white wealth
gap. Evidence points to profound disparities because of policies and events that have perpetuated
institutional and interpersonal racism in cities like Boston. Overall, this history demonstrates
how white wealth has been fostered through the suppression of Black wealth.
Exploring Socio-economic Factors
With a baseline understanding of the Black-white wealth gap in Boston and important
historical context, I will examine factors that shape the gap. The purpose of this section is not to
establish causation but to understand the factors that work together to create the wealth gap.
As demonstrated by the review of historical, political, and financial events, the Blackwhite wealth gap is highly complex and systemic making identifying discrete factors that
influence it complicated. Using data from the Federal Reserve Bank SCF, Thompson and Suarez
(2019), used linear and nonparametric decomposition techniques and reduced-form regressions
to control for various factors, like education, income, inherited wealth, and more, that influence
the nationwide Black-white wealth gap. These techniques allowed them to account for 89% of
the gap however, the last potion remains unexplained and is made up by factors that the scholars
were unable to observe. Thompson and Suarez (2019) cautioned against attributing this last 11%
of the gap to racial bias because the impact that racial bias has on the wealth gap was already
described in the explained portion of the gap (p. 3). Since the analysis focuses on human capital
factors, homeownership, family support, and health and controls for demographic factors, the
inability to fully explain the gap demonstrates just how complex it is to fully understand the
factors influencing the gap.
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Thompson and Suarez (2019) identify human capital, workforce variables such as
employment, wages, and benefits, financial attitudes such as ability to take on investment risk,
and family financial support as key factors in understanding the wealth gap. In their exploration
of data on the wealth gap in Boston, Meschede et al. (2015) explained that wealth depends on
life cycle factors, inheritance, family wealth transfers, education, income, and family
demographics. By following the same families from 1984 to 2009 Shapiro et al. (2013),
identified homeownership, income and employment, college education, and family support or
inheritances as key factors driving the wealth gap. Others, identify intergenerational transfer of
wealth, racism, imbalance of power, and geographic segregation as important factors (Bryant et
al., 2017). There is a lot of overlap in these factors. Based on my review of the literature, I have
condensed these various factors into four major socio-economic categories that shape the Blackwhite wealth gap: workforce factors, education, homeownership, and family factors. I will also
conclude with a brief discussion of other factors.
Workforce Factors
At first it may seem as though workforce factors such as income and employment status
would have a large impact on the ability of individuals to build wealth. Just as racial disparities
exist in wealth, racial disparities also exist in incomes and employment rates. The Black-white
income gap has not changed since before the Civil Rights era; in both 1950 and 2016 the average
white family made twice as much as the average Black family (Kuhn et al., 2018). Over the past
40 years, Black unemployment has rarely fallen below 8% while white employment has rarely
exceeded 8% (Hamilton et al., 2015). In Massachusetts, Black Americans are twice as likely as
white Americans to be unemployed (Johnson et al., 2017). Despite these gaps in income and
employment, workforce factors do not explain the entire Black-white wealth gap.
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A typical Black family in the US earns 60% of what a typical white household earns
however that same Black family has 5-10% of the white family’s wealth (Meschede et al., 2016).
If income and wealth were directly related, Black families would also have 60% of white wealth.
When Black and white families in the same income groups are compared, the wealth gap
persists. white families that make less than $18,480 a year, have $15,000 in wealth while Black
families in the same income group have almost zero wealth. The wealth gap also persists at
higher incomes; Black families that make more than $93,000 a year have $138,200 in wealth
compared to $320,400 for their white counterparts (Hamilton et al., 2015). Although the average
Black family earns less income, those who earn more still have less wealth than their white
counterparts.
By following the same group of families for 25 years, Shapiro et al. (2013) found that
income benefits white and Black families in different ways. For every dollar increase in average
income, white wealth increased by $5.19 while Black wealth increased by 69 cents. Disparities
in the ability of income to create wealth come from differences in pre-existing in wealth. In the
study, white families started off with more wealth meaning that income increases could be put
towards savings rather than meeting basic or deferred needs (Shapiro et al., 2013). When Black
families start out with the same amount of wealth as their white counterparts, a dollar increase in
income leads to a $4.03 increase in wealth for Black households (Shapiro et al., 2013). In other
words, having more wealth might allow for the creation of more wealth.
Similar trends exist in the relationship between employment and wealth. White families
with unemployed heads-of-house have almost twice the wealth of Black families with fully
employed heads-of-house (Hamilton et al., 2015). One explanation of this difference between
workforce factors and the wealth gap is that disparities create a “racially based gulf in wealth
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accumulation [that] widens as income increases'' (Munoz, 2015, p. 3). Due to discrimination,
Black unemployment lasts longer, is more dramatic, and more frequent than white
unemployment. This unemployment is more challenging because of the smaller safety net that
Black families have (Shapiro et al., 2013). In other words, pre-existing wealth, a lifetime of
higher wages, and more consistent employment compound, allowing white people to save and
invest their money for times when they are unemployed while Black people struggle to create
wealth due to lower wages and less consistent employment.
Overall, barriers in the labor market create lower wages, increased unemployment, and
involuntary part time employment for Black people (Kijakazi et al., 2019). However, the extent
to which workforce variables, income, and employment, influence the wealth gap is disputed.
Thompson and Suarez (2019) found that income accounts for 28% of the explained Black-white
wealth gap while employment accounts for 15% of the explained wealth gap. Others have found
that controlling for demographics like income can only explain 25% of the wealth-gap
(Meschede et al., 2016). Shapiro et al. (2013) found that together, income and employment
account for 29% of the increasing Black-white wealth gap. Based on these various estimates, it
appears that workforce variables account for 25%-43% of the wealth gap. While disparities in
income and employment influence the ability of white and Black families to build wealth, white
people have access to higher amounts of wealth regardless of income and employment. This
means that unemployment and income have a lesser impact on their ability to build wealth. For
Black families who have less access to wealth, income, and employment are essential for
meeting basic needs and beginning to grow wealth. While it appears that workforce factors play
a role in creating wealth, other factors are also influencing the gap.
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Education
One of the most pervasive stories in the United States is that education attainment is tied
to better job opportunities with higher salaries and more opportunities to create wealth (Darity Jr.
et al., 2018). However racial disparities exist in and educational quality, educational attainment,
and the burden of student debt. As early as elementary school, Black students are sorted and
tracked by educational achievement. Classes made up of lower achieving students have more
low-income and minority students and these classes are often taught by less experienced teachers
(Kalogrides & Loeb, 2013). While much of this sorting is based on previous achievement, parent
demand and teacher recommendations also play a role in school sorting and tracking. Middleand upper-class parents are more able to advocate on behalf of their children and ensure that they
are placed in high achieving classrooms regardless of previous achievement. As a result, Black
students are more likely to be placed in low achievement classrooms with novice teachers which
has long lasting negative impacts on future school achievement (Kalogrides & Loeb, 2013).
Additionally, school discipline impacts Black and white students differently. Despite a lack of
evidence that demonstrates racial differences in misbehavior in schools, 3.7% of white students
in Massachusetts are disciplined in school compared to 12.1% of Black students (Enwemeka,
2014). This is significant because students who are suspended or expelled from school are twice
as likely to drop out of school (Losen and Martinez, 2013). Educational quality and discipline
create disparities in educational attainment.
Educational attainment, the highest level of education an individual achieves, varies by race.
In 2019, 81.9% of white students in the Boston Public School system and 71.9% Black students
graduated high school on time (Boston Public Schools, 2019). And in Massachusetts, 44.1% of
white adults over the age of 25 had a bachelor's degree or higher compared to 23.3% of Black
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adults (University of Massachusetts Boston, 2014). These data demonstrate that there is a racial
gap in educational attainment. Because of the perceived connection between economic mobility
and education, it would follow that this gap in educational attainment helps shape the Blackwhite wealth gap.
Due to the high cost of college, wealth is one of the prerequisites for an education that
creates economic mobility. At the undergraduate and graduate level, white graduates are three
times as wealthy as Black graduates (Darity Jr. et al., 2018). This gap in wealth is due in part to
the cost of education. In the past few decades, the costs of a public college education have risen
by 60% (Reed & Cochrane, 2012). Since the federal government began tracking student loan
debt, Black college students have consistently borrowed more money than their white
counterparts (Goldrick-Rab, 2014; as cited by Kahn et al., 2019). Due to predatory lending and
an initial lack of wealth, Black students also take on riskier debt to finance their education (Kahn
et al., 2019). Black students are more likely than white students to not finish their college degree
due to financial reasons (Shapiro et al., 2013).
Differences in educational quality, educational attainment, and debt burden create
disparities in the ability of education to produce wealth. College produces more wealth for white
students than it does for Black students (Shapiro et al., 2013). As a result, Black families, headed
by college graduates, have 33% less wealth than white families who have a head of house
without a high school diploma (Hamilton et al., 2015). Not only are white college students more
likely to be able to afford college, but Black college students are also more likely to graduate
with debt. It is because of this that Hamilton et al. (2015) argues that education does not create
wealth. Rather existing differences in racial wealth influence the ability of students to profit from
their college degrees.

FORGING A NEW FREEDOM TRAIL

34

Again, how much education shapes the wealth gap is disputed. Thompson & Suarez
(2019) found that differences in human capital, part of which includes education, explain
between one third and two fifths of the racial wealth gap in the US. In their study, Shapiro et al.
(2013) found that education accounts for 5% of the increased racial wealth gap. Others like
Meschede et al. (2016) argued that education has no significant impact. While education can
create wealth through improved outcomes related to employment, wealth itself is a barrier to
accessing high quality education at every life stage. Students who have access to high quality
education from the start and who can afford college are able to access higher paying jobs which
can lead to higher wealth. If not, student loan debt detracts from higher incomes, creating lower
wealth.
Homeownership
Similar to education, homeownership is a cornerstone of the American Dream and
another key way that American’s are told to build wealth. Due to the long-lasting impact of
redlining, the Great Recession and racial covenants, the homeownership rate for white families is
28.4% higher than the rate of homeownership in Black families (Joint Center for Housing
Studies, 2012). In Massachusetts, 70% of white families own their homes compared to less than
a third of Asian, Black, and Latino families (Brooks, 2016). Despite being less likely to own a
home, Black families depend on homeownership more than other types of wealth; home equity
makes up 53% of Black wealth compared to 39% of white wealth (Shapiro et al., 2013). Like
education, the high cost of homeownership makes it hard to determine whether wealth leads to
homeownership or whether homeownership creates wealth.
Not only are white families more likely to own homes, but they are also more likely to
receive better returns on their investment. For every dollar that Black households receive in
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home equity, white households receive $1.34 (Collins et a., 2013). Shapiro et al. (2013) explains
that this is due to segregation, and its impact on education and community infrastructure, which
creates lower housing demand in Black neighborhoods and a “ceiling on home equity” for Black
homeowners. White people also buy homes eight years before their Black counterparts do, can
pay more up front while benefiting from lower interest rates and lending costs. These data
exemplify why it is so hard to determine whether homeownership stems from or creates wealth.
Since white people have more wealth to begin with, they can buy homes earlier. Doing so also
allows them to benefit from homeownership, creating more wealth.
Thompson & Suarez (2019) found that differences in homeownership account for 40% of
the explained portion of the wealth gap. Shapiro et al. (2013) estimated that it accounts for 27%
of the wealth gap. While there appears to be a relationship between wealth and homeownership,
Darity Jr. et al. (2018) caution against the assumption that the homeownership gap drives the
wealth gap. They argued that homeownership is not a creator of but a component of wealth.
White families that do not own homes are still 31 times more wealthy than Black families who
also do not own homes. Even if Black and white families owned homes at the same rate, the
racial wealth gap would persist. This points to other factors, besides homeownership that are
creating such disparities in wealth.
Family Factors
Family factors such as family structure, family financial transfers, and inheritances all
impact the ability of individuals to grow wealth. Family financial transfers happen while an
individual is alive while inheritances are received after someone dies. Differences in parental
wealth explain a large portion of children’s adult financial outcomes (Nam et al., 2015). Familial
wealth is frequently drawn upon in case of emergency, for education or for housing. White
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individuals are anywhere from two to five times more likely to inherit wealth than Black
individuals. The average white inheritance is also ten times as large (Shapiro et al., 2013)
(Batchelder, 2020). Not only are there racial disparities in the frequency and amount of money

individuals receive from family or inherits, family financial transfers also impact overall wealth
differently along racial lines.
Black Bostonians are more likely to have net negative financial support while white
Bostonians are more likely to have net positive financial support (Meschede et al., 2015). In
other words, Black Bostonians receive few financial transfers while giving a lot of money to
people in their social networks. For white Bostonians, the opposite is true (Meschede et al.,
2015). Due to all the barriers to financial success that Black individuals face, when one
individual or family can build wealth, they are more likely to have parents, siblings, or other
family members that they want to support financially. This further reduces the amount of wealth
that they can save for themselves (Munoz et al., 2015; Meschede et al., 2016). There are also
differences in the way that marriage benefits Black and white families. Marriage status does not
impact Black wealth, but it is significant for white wealth. In the families that Shapiro et al.
(2013) followed, getting married increased white wealth by $75,635 but had no impact on Black
wealth. This is because single white adults are more likely to have wealth when they get married.
Marriage allows this wealth to be pooled and invested.
Some people argue that the wealth gap stems from the fact that 72% of white children are
raised by married parents compared to 31% of Black children. While living in a home with two
married parents can increase economic outcomes, this link between the wealth gap and Black
family structure is rooted in racial stereotypes that date back to things like the Moynihan report
which racialized and gendered poverty (Darity Jr. et al., 2018). Racial differences in family
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structure are due to systemic issues like mass incarceration and shorter lifespans for Black males
explain why a lot of Black women do not marry. In terms of the wealth gap, even when Black
families have the “ideal” nuclear family structure, gaps in wealth persist (Darity Jr. et al., 2018).
This suggests that racial wealth differences are not due to the increased incidence of single
parenthood in Black families.
A lot of family financial transfers and support occur while both parties are living. These
transfers are often used for education, homeownership, or other needs. white children are more
likely to receive support in all these categories. Using data from the 2013 Panel Study of Income
Dynamics, Nam et al. (2015) found that 34% of white families and 14% of Black families
contribute to the cost of their children’s education. Despite this difference, Black parents with
fewer financial resources were more likely to support their children’s education. The median
wealth among parents who did not support their children’s education was $3,699 for Black
parents as compared to $73,878 for white parents. Black parents who did support their children’s
education had a median wealth of $24,887 compared to $167,935 for white parents. These
findings demonstrate that differences in financial support is likely due to an inability to
contribute financially. This information is important to consider considering the earlier data on
the relationship between education and wealth. The ability of education to build wealth is
influenced by the amount of money that Black and white students can receive from their
families.
Similar patterns exist in family contributions for homeownership and other purposes.
12% of white people compared to 2% of Black people receive family support for
homeownership. For other purposes, 26% of white people and 19% Black people receive family
support (Nam et al., 2015). This information helps understand why homeownership, income, and
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unemployment have such different impacts on Black and white individuals. Due to family
financial transfers, white people are starting out with more wealth and a safety net they can
activate in case of emergency. As Hamilton et al. (2015) explained, Black families have simply
never had the same amounts of wealth as white families do; as a result, family transfers differ.
One limitation of the findings from Nam et al. (2015) is that their data source, the PSID, does not
provide insight into the magnitude of financial transfers, only the frequency of transfers. Based
on the information about income and wealth overall, it is likely that Black financial transfers are
smaller than white financial transfers.
Not only are there racial differences in the frequency and amount of money individuals
inherit from their family, but inheritances also have an impact on the overall wealth of Black and
white families in different ways. In the families that Shapiro et al. (2013) followed, for every
dollar a white family inherits their wealth increases by 91 cents, for Black families that number
is 20 cents. In an exploration of inherited wealth, Batchelder (2020) found that inheritances
increase white wealth by $104,000 but Black wealth by $4,000. Both findings suggest that white
families can save more of their inherited money, while Black families spend it on things like
their basic necessities, education, housing, or other goods.
Overall, family factors have a large impact on the Black-white wealth gap. Shapiro et al.
(2013) estimate that family financial support accounts for 5% of the gap. Thompson & Suarez
(2019) estimated that inheritances account for 6% of the explained portion of the Black-white
wealth gap. These two findings are looking at family factors independent of other factors. Family
factors significantly influence the wealth building ability of workforce factors, education, and
homeownership. Other scholars substantiate that inheritances and family transfers account for the
largest portion of the wealth gap, especially when you control for age, income, and education
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(Munoz et al., 2015; Hamilton et al. 2015; Meschede et al., 2016). Due to the ability of these
factors to drain or boost wealth and the influence of wealth on homeownership, education, and
the ability of an individual to weather emergencies, family factors play an essential role in the
wealth gap.
Other Factors
An individual's life stage can also have an impact on wealth. In 1945, Modigliani &
Brumberg first proposed the life cycle theory of savings, suggesting that as people increase in
age, they accumulate more wealth to compensate for future needs. At the beginning of a person’s
life span, they have low or negative wealth due. As they get older, they can save more and pay
off that debt. Wealth is usually at its highest point right before retirement and then declines as
people use their savings to meet their needs once they stop working. In general, wealth raises
along with age until retirement (Thompson & Suarez, 2019). As people grow older, the Blackwhite wealth gap widens.
According to a brief from the Urban Institute, in the early wealth building stage, white
families had 3.5 times the wealth of Black families (McKernan et al., 2013). By the time they
were ready to retire, the gap grew with white families having seven times the wealth of Black
families (McKernan et al., 2013). This is likely due to the compounding of a lifetime of unequal
wealth building opportunities (Meschede et al., 2016). While white families have a point in time
where their wealth really peaks, Black families struggle with low wealth throughout the life
cycle (Thompson & Suarez, 2019). As a result, the life stage theory of wealth doesn’t really
apply to Black families. Black families rely more on Social Security during retirement than white
families do (Collins et al., 2019). While the wealth gap grows with age, the gap exists regardless
of an individual's life stage. This increase seems to have more to do with age itself but rather the
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compounding of unequal opportunity and the impacts of the other factors that have been
discussed such as workforce factors, education, and homeownership.
Thompson and Suarez (2019) found that families who are willing to take on financial risk
and who have longer term savings or investment horizons are more able to build wealth. These
attitudinal variables were found to account for 10% of their explained portion of the Black white
wealth gap. However, these attitudinal factors do not exist in a vacuum, white people are not just
more willing to take on risk or have longer to save rather other factors like inherited wealth,
higher incomes shape their financial attitudes. In fact, there are no significant differences in the
savings habits of Black and white people who have similar financial circumstances. In some
cases, Black people save more (Kijakazi et al, 2019; Meschede et al., 2016; Darity Jr. et al.,
2018). Munoz et al. (2015) explained that differences in asset holdings are due to a long history
of discrimination. Darity Jr. et al. (2018) argued that saying that Black people don’t have the
ability to save is an oversimplification and that the wealth gap will not be closed with financial
literacy programs because “financial literacy without finances is meaningless.” This quote really
gets to the heart of the discussion around savings. The wealth gap is not created by differences in
financial attitudes, rather by historical and current factors that have created such a wide
difference in assets.
Lastly, there are some links between health and wealth. Being healthy allows people to be
more productive, to work longer, and accumulate less medical debt. When heads of households
consider themselves healthy, they have 60% more wealth compared to those who consider
themselves to be in fair health. Based on this data Thompson and Suarez (2019) found that health
contributes to 4% of the explained portion of the Black white wealth gap. However, it is also
possible that wealth creates good health by allowing for the purchase of better medical care.
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While factors like life cycle, financial attitudes, and health are important in helping understand
who is impacted by the wealth gap, alone they do not explain the gap.

While it is hard to fully understand the factors that create the Black-white wealth gap,
workforce factors, education, homeownership, and family factors all play a role. Income
influences Black and white wealth differently. Because of other factors like pre-existing wealth
and the number of financial dependents, increases in Black income do not increase Black wealth
as much as white wealth is increased by income. In terms of education, not only are white
Americans more likely to attend college, but they are also more likely to experience the wealth
building impacts of education. This is because Black students graduate with more debt meaning
that college has a small or even negative impact on their wealth. Like education, white families
are also more likely to own homes and experience high returns on their investment. The question
with workforce factors, education, and homeownership becomes, where are white people getting
the wealth that allows them to save more, weather unemployment, purchase homes or invest in
education? white Americans and Bostonians experience net positive family financial support
while Black Americans and Bostonians experience net negative family financial support. These
differences are not due to the individual economic behavior of Black people, rather they stem
from a long history that has allowed for the intergenerational transfer of white wealth while
Black communities have been continuously under-resourced.
As described previously, the historical and political factors discussed have had a
profound impact on these data that have been described in the section on socio-economic factors.
This impact of historical and political factors on current socio-economic conditions can be seen
in the following table.
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Table 1
Impact of Historical and Political Factors on Socio-Economic Factors
Factors

Socio-economic Factors

Historical
and
political

Workforce

Education

Homeownership

Family

Slavery, Black
codes, Jim Crow
laws, racial
discrimination,
COVID-19

Busing,
neighborhood and
school segregation,
GI Bill

40 Acres, New Deal,
racial covenants,
highways, white
flight, Great
Recession

Compounding workforce,
education, and
homeownership factors;
lynchings and racial violence,
separation of families,
Freedmen's Bureau, predatory
lending, mass incarceration

Connecting the Black-white Wealth Gap to Societal Goals
This section will briefly describe how Boston’s Black-white wealth gap violates both
formal societal goals, outlined in the Declaration of Independence and Massachusetts’
Constitution, and informal societal goals, defined in the American Dream. Describing problems
in relation to societal goals, like those outlined in the U.S. Declaration of Independence and
Constitution allows people to understand why problems are worth addressing (Coplin, 2017).
The societal goals of the U.S were outlined in the Declaration of Independence and then
formalized in the U.S Constitution (USCIS, 2008). The U.S Constitution, written in 1787 by
John Adams, was based on the Massachusetts Constitution which was also written by Adams
seven years before. The Massachusetts Constitution includes a Declaration of Rights for people
who live in the Commonwealth (MA Court System, n.d.). According to the Declaration of
Independence, life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are three of society's main goals (Coplin,
2017). In Massachusetts’ Declaration of Rights, those main goals include life, liberty, property,
safety, and happiness (M.A. Const. art. 1, §1). Both documents emphasize a social compact; the
government derives its strength from the people and those people have the right to overthrow

FORGING A NEW FREEDOM TRAIL

43

their government if it is not providing for their rights (USCIS, 2008; MA Court System, n.d).
The Declaration also emphasizes that all men are created equal. This goal of equality did not
originally apply to Black people or women. However, the Fourteenth and Nineteenth
Amendments to the Constitution established that the U.S cannot deny any person their rights
without due process (U.S. Const. art. XIV, §1; U.S. Const. art. XIX). Together, these documents
outline the government has a responsibility to provide for the life, liberty, property, safety, and
happiness of both Black and white residents.
Life and Safety
The Black-white wealth gap violates Black residents right to life and safety. Wealth and
health are strongly associated; people with higher socioeconomic status live longer and have
better health outcomes (Semyonov et al., 2013). Social determinants like education, employment,
housing, violence, and social environment all have an impact on health (MA DPH, n.d.). Wealth
allows people to live in areas with fewer environmental hazards, less crime, better access to
healthy food, and access to outdoor spaces while preventing people from experiencing the
negative health impacts of homelessness, poverty, and chronic stress (Braveman et al., 2018).
Wealth also shapes an individual's access to care; wealthy families are more likely to have health
insurance and can better afford quality care (Braveman et al., 2018). Black people have less
wealth than white people making them more likely to experience these negative health outcomes
and shorter life spans. In this way the Black white wealth gap threatens Black residents right to
life and safety.
Liberty, Equality and Democracy.
While liberty is explicitly identified as a goal in the founding documents of
Massachusetts and the U.S., equality and democracy are implicitly identified as important goals.
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Since liberty, equality, and democracy are highly intertwined it makes sense to discuss them
together. John Stewart Mills (1859; as cited in Stone, 2012) regarded liberty as essential to being
human. As a result, the only time when a government should violate individual liberty was when
that liberty caused harm to others. Stone (2012) explained that this Mills’ definition uses the
concept of negative liberty, defining liberty as freedom from interference. When using this
definition, liberty and equality are often seen in opposition to one another. From this perspective,
equality comes at the cost of liberty because equality necessitates government redistribution of
resources (Stone, 2012). However, Stone (2012) argued that when liberty is defined positively,
“liberty means having the wealth, health, education, and political rights to exercise effective
choice” (p. 125). From this perspective, liberty requires wealth, health, educational and political
equality.
Other scholars build on this idea that liberty requires equality. Allen (2014) argued that
democracies depend on the ability of citizens to collectively maintain and develop their
government; since liberty is achieved through democratic action, inequality makes liberty
impossible. Bellamy & Merkel (2018) also argued that democracy requires an understanding that
all citizens have “equal status and worth” which allows them to equally engage in collective
decision making. Powell (as cited by Bryant el al., 2017) coined the term democratic wealth to
describe when communities have enough wealth to distribute resources in ways that build and
strengthen democracy. Powell contrasts democratic wealth with survival wealth, having enough
to meet basic needs, and transformative wealth, having enough to transform your individual
situation. The term democratic wealth articulates that wealth has impacts that go beyond the
individual and reverberate into communities. Racial wealth inequality prevents citizens from
engaging in democratic processes and securing their liberty as equals.
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Thompson (2007; as cited by Major, 2008) explains that faith in free markets has
legitimized economic inequality and resulted in the destruction of political engagement and
democratic culture. Cook et al. (2013) found that factors like time, money, knowledge, and
social networks make the top 1% of wealth holders extremely active in American politics. These
top wealth holders are also majority white; the three most influential families in the U.S., the
Waltons, Kochs, and Mars, are all white and only two members of the Forbes 400 list are Black
(Collins et al., 2019). Additionally, the Vault, an organization of Boston’s most powerful
business leaders has no Black members (Johnson et al, 2017). Gilens and Page (2014) found that
the public opinion of an average American has almost no impact on whether a policy passes or
fails; monied interest groups, whose positions rarely align with those of the average American,
have a significant impact on the passage of legislation.
Property and Happiness
The Massachusetts Declaration of Rights identifies property as a distinct goal. However,
when Jefferson wrote the U.S. Declaration replaced the term property with happiness. Conklin
(2015) explained that the right to the pursuit of happiness has been interpreted in many ways
from the right to privacy to the right to pursue a chosen occupation. It has also been used in court
to argue for the right to gay and interracial marriage and is often used to justify the right to
economic opportunity (Hamilton, 2008; Coplin, 2017). Black’s Law Dictionary defines the
pursuit of happiness as the right to pursue any legal action which would result in enjoyment,
prosperity, or self-development (Conklin, 2015). While the right to happiness is less clear than
some of the other constitutional rights, the societal goal of happiness seems to entail allowing
individuals to make decisions that benefit themselves emotionally and financially.
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Bryant et al. (2017) explained that for communities of color narratives of equal economic
opportunity and the American Dream are full of empty promises. In a speech at the Federal
Reserve Bank of Boston, Janet Yellen (2014) asked if wealth inequality was “compatible with
values rooted in our nation’s history, among them the high value Americans have traditionally
placed on equality of opportunity.” The very existence of a Black-white wealth gap that persists
regardless of factors like income, education demonstrates that Black Americans do not have the
same opportunities to make decisions that increase their wealth. This impacts the pursuit of
happiness because, as previously discussed, wealth has profound effects on an individual's ability
to benefit both financially and emotionally.
When the Black-white wealth gap is contrasted with the aspirational goals of the
Massachusetts and U.S. Declarations and Constitutions, it becomes clear that the wealth gap
violates Black citizen’s rights to life, liberty, property, safety, and happiness. The wealth gap
also poses a threat to informal goals of democracy and equality.

Data from the NASCC and the Census demonstrate that not only does a Black-white
wealth gap exist in the Boston MSA, but it is also much wider than the national Black-white
wealth gap. This gap is influenced by a variety of factors related to the workforce, education,
homeownership, and family. However, disparities in workforce factors, education, and
homeownership compound to create the net negative financial support that Black individuals
receive and net positive financial support that white individuals receive. These factors are shaped
by the long history of racial violence and inequality and the intergenerational transfer of wealth.
Boston’s Black-white wealth gap violates the goals outlined in founding documents from both
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Massachusetts and the U.S. and must be addressed to fulfill centuries old promises, maintain our
democracy, and forge a more equitable city.
Policy Design Methods
This paper utilizes the preceding policy literature review to inform a policy design. As
such it is helpful to discuss the method that will be used to design a policy that could address the
Black-white wealth gap in Boston. To design policy, Bardach and Patashnik (2019) suggested
identifying alternatives, selecting criteria for evaluation, projecting the outcomes of each
alternative, and making decisions based on political and institutional considerations. Coplin
(2017) suggested formulating policy by identifying policy options and selecting a preferred
solution based on effectiveness and feasibility. Policy analysis, which is a common practice in
many government agencies and professions, is conducted using analytical frameworks. For
example, the CDC’s (n.d.) policy analysis framework includes identifying, assessing, and
prioritizing policy options. Caputo (2013) explained that policy analysts must make their
evaluation criteria clear, explain how that criteria is used to evaluate various policies, and then
provide an overview of how the selected policy would work. In the following section, I will
begin by describing policy options that could be used to address the Black-white wealth gap,
establish criteria for evaluation, apply the criteria to each option, and finally describe the selected
policy. Although this policy will be the preferred solution, limitations, and obstacles will be
discussed.
Despite attempts to use the market model or take a rationalist approach, policy answers
are determined through values which can never be objective or correct (Stone, 2012; Smith &
Larimer, 2018). This paper channels subjective values, such as equity, into policy solutions.
While the discussion of policy solutions is informed by data on the wealth gap, the selection of
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policy options and a proposed solution is subjective, and value based. The point of this policy
design is not to find an objective truth but understand how solutions can be formulated
considering values, history, and data. Additionally, since this policy design relies on existing
literature rather than conducting original research, any limitations that apply to sources, will also
be relevant to this design.
Addressing Boston’s Black-white Wealth Gap
Exploring Policy Options
Improving Public Assistance Programs
Several public assistance programs exist for low-income Bostonians, residents of
Massachusetts, and citizens of the United States. For example, the city of Boston administers
assistance with public transportation costs and heat utility costs (Boston.gov, 2020). The
Commonwealth also offers several programs including MassHealth which provides Medicaid,
Medicare, and Children’s Health Insurance (CHIP) and food assistance is available through the
Supplemental Nutrition Food Program (SNAP), which was formerly known as food stamps. The
Commonwealth also offers direct assistance through Transitional Aid to Families with
Dependent Children (TAFDC), Emergency Aid to Elderly, Disabled and Children (EAEDC), and
State Supplemental Program (SSP). These direct assistance and food assistance programs load
money onto an Electronic Benefits Transfer (EBT) card. Direct assistance programs are only
available for a limited time and have work requirements (Mass.gov., n.d.). The federal
government also administers Social Security; despite being most well-known for its retirement
benefits, the program also provides Supplemental Security Income (SSI) to blind and disabled
people. SSI also provides cash to people who cannot meet their basic needs (Social Security
Administration, n.d.).
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While public assistance programs help people survive, meet their basic needs and live
day to day, they are not designed to build wealth (Urban Institute, 2017). In a federal policy
brief, The Annie E. Casey Foundation (2016) explained that raising the asset limits for public
assistance programs could help families build wealth. Raising that amount of wealth people on
public assistance can have at least $12,125, three months of income for low-income families,
could help ensure that families are able to weather financial crises when they transition off
assistance (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2016).
Kijakazi et al. (2019) and Collins et al. (2019) both mentioned that making changes to
Social Security could help reduce wealth inequality and increase economic security. Kijakazi et
al. (2019) explained that Social Security was never intended to be the only source of income for
retirement and that the current benefits are not sufficient. As a result, benefits could be improved
by establishing a minimum benefit based on the number of years worked, reestablishing benefits
for children with deceased or disabled parents who are pursuing higher education, and by
establishing caregiver credits to compensate unpaid care work. However, making changes to
benefit adequacy is not sufficient due to the long-term shortfall of Social Security (p. 22). Both
Collins et al. (2019) and Kijakazi (2019) stressed the importance of extending social security
solvency. This could be done by imposing a small payroll tax on the wealthiest Americans
(Collins et al., 2019). Kijakazi et al. (2019) suggested that the percentage of income subject to
social security taxes could be raised over a ten-year period and the spousal benefits could be
capped for workers earning wages at or above the 75th percentile.
Munger (2015) argued that a basic income program is more efficient than current welfare
systems while also allowing people living in poverty to make their own economic decisions. The
Commonwealth could also consider implementing a basic income program which could send
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annual checks to every resident or select residents. While the idea of sending people checks to
spend as they prefer once seemed far-fetched, the American Rescue Plan (2021) recently
authorized the administration of economic impact payments to Americans demonstrating that a
basic income may be more feasible than previously thought.
Reforming Tax Policy
Massachusetts and the United States raise revenue by imposing taxes on income,
properties, goods, and services and more. One solution to the Black-white wealth gap could be to
refine the ways government taxes wealth and redistribute that revenue (Meschede et al., 2015;
McIntosh et al., 2020). Batchelder (2020) explained that when people inherit money, that
inheritance is excluded from their tax returns. Wealth could be taxed by removing estate, gift,
and generation skipping taxes and instead consider inheritances and capital gains as ordinary
income (Collins et al., 2019; Batchelder, 2020). Another option could be to impose a 1% annual
tax on wealth which could raise 1.899 trillion in a decade (Collins et al., 2019). For example,
Massachusetts Senator Elizabeth Warren has been a vocal supporter of a wealth tax, advocating
for a 2% annual tax on households with a net worth between $50 million and $1 billion and a 3%
annually for households with a net worth of over $1 billion (Warren, 2019).
Changes could also be made to tax deductions and credits. While tax deductions, like the
Mortgage Interest Deduction, may seem like they would help reduce the wealth gap, most of
these tax benefits go to the top 20% of taxpayers (Urban Institute, 2017). As a result, United for
Homes (2017) advocated for reducing the value of mortgages that are tax deductible from $1
million to $500,000; this could only impact 65% of mortgages while raising $87 billion over 10
years. The Commonwealth could also offer a child tax credit like the one that was recently
approved in the American Rescue Plan (2021). Another policy option could be to expand the
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Earned Income Tax Credit which provides a tax break to low and moderate-income Americans
(Bryant et al., 2017).
Improving Homeownership Programs
Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and the Commonwealth of Massachusetts
administer several programs to encourage homeownership. Currently, prospective homeowners
in Boston can access loans with favorable terms and lower interest rates through banks that
participate in the Community Reinvestment Act. In Massachusetts this program is called the
ONE Mortgage program (Bryant et al., 2017). However, these loans are not eligible for sale on
the secondary housing market. Bryant et al. (2017) proposed allowing these loans to be
purchased by Fannie Mae and Fannie Mac which could encourage these government entities to
have a more active role in creating wealth. Bryant et al. (2017) also suggested making changes to
zoning practices in Massachusetts to encourage multifamily housing, which they argued could
help more people purchase homes and reduce gentrification.
Another proposed policy option could be to keep recent expansions that HUD has made
to their Family Self Sufficiency program (FSS) which helps people on government subsidized
housing save for a home (The Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2016). U.S. Veterans who are Native
American or have a Native American spouse can access the Native American Direct Loan
program (Veterans Affairs, 2021). A similar program could be created to support Black
homeownership. For example, the American Housing and Economic Mobility Act (2019) was
introduced by Senator Warren and Representative Richmond and could create more affordable
housing stock, helping renters save larger portions of their income (Collins et al., 2019).
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Investing in Education
Meschede et al. (2015) and Bryant et al. (2017) both proposed increasing access to early
childhood education, public school funding more equitable, and addressing the cost of college as
ways to reduce the wealth gap. In November of 2019, Massachusetts took the first step to
increasing access to early childhood education and making school funding more equitable by
passing the Student Opportunity Act. The Act supports increased early childhood education and
distributes state funding for public education more equitably. It also mandates financial literacy
education in schools and creates mechanisms that monitor student success after high school
(Educational Opportunity for Students Act, 2019). Although this legislation is new, it has the
potential to close some of the wealth gap and should be monitored closely moving forward.
To reduce the burden of college debt and help build Black wealth, the Commonwealth
could promote lower cost alternatives by making community college more affordable or even
free (Center for College Affordability and Productivity, 2010; Biden Harris, 2020). This policy
could even be expanded to the University of Massachusetts school systems and in-state tuition
could be reduced or eliminated. Another option could be to cancel student loan debt.
Massachusetts Attorney General Healey (2021) recently called for the cancellation of up to
$50,000 of Federal student loan debt. The Commonwealth could also introduce a similar
cancelation program.
Supporting Workers
The wealth gap could also be addressed through policies such as a $15 per hour minimum
wage, a jobs guarantee, and increased employee benefits (Collins et al., 2019; Bryant et al.,
2017). Minimum wage in Massachusetts is currently $13.50 per hour and is set to increase to $15
per hour by 2023. The same legislation that increased the minimum wage, An Act Relative to
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Minimum Wage, Paid Family Leave and The Sales Tax Holiday (2018) also expanded paid
family leave for residents. In this way, the Commonwealth is already working to support workers
through a minimum wage and increased benefits. This could be furthered through workplace
sponsored retirement programs. The Annie E. Casey Foundation (2016) proposed using My
Retirement Accounts which help low wage workers to invest in savings bonds. The accounts are
after tax meaning that workers can withdraw savings in case of emergencies. These savings
accounts alone could reduce the wealth gap by 5% (Annie E. Casey Foundation). The
Commonwealth could also consider implementing a job guarantee program, where the
government could provide jobs to citizens. By guaranteeing a job with a liveable wage to all
residents, the government could create job security and market pressure that could cause other
employers to pay their workers a fair wage (Wray, 2018).
Building Assets
To address the Black-white gap in assets, several scholars have suggested implementing
government sponsored savings accounts (Bryant et al., 2017; Meschede et al., 2015; Collins et
al., 2019; Hamilton et al., 2015). Since 2016 the city of Boston has been exploring a program
called Boston Saves where children in public kindergarten are given $50 in a savings account.
Every year, families who take steps to plan for their child’s future can earn up to $40. When the
child turns 18 and finishes high school or gets their GED, they can use the money for higher
education (Boston Public Schools, n.d.). In 2016, the Commonwealth also piloted a similar
program called SeedMA in Worcester and Monson where families were given an initial $50
deposit into a Massachusetts 529 college savings account. Since January of 2020 this program is
now available throughout the Commonwealth and is known as BabySteps (Office of Economic
Empowerment, n.d.).
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In 2018, Senator Cory Booker introduced the American Opportunity Accounts Act which
would create nationwide child savings accounts. Each child born would have $1,000 deposited
into a savings account. Over the next 18 years, children would receive annual contributions
ranging from $0-$2,000 depending on their family’s income. When the child turns 18 they could
access the money for education, retirement, or a mortgage. If enacted, the bill would be paid for
by increased capital gains or estate taxes (American Opportunity Accounts Act, 2018). The
Commonwealth could adjust Boston Saves and BabySteps to allow participants to save for
retirement and homeownership in addition to education.

Based on this exploration of major policy options, the Commonwealth could address the
Black-white wealth gap by:
●

Improving existing public assistance programs and Social Security or implementing a
basic income program

●

Taxing inheritances and capital gains as income, taxing wealth or reforming tax
deductions and credits

●

Improving homeownership programs, changing zoning, or increasing affordable housing
stock

●

Offering free or reduced tuition at select institutions or forgiving student debt

●

Increasing employee benefits or implementing a job guarantee program

●

Expanding Boston Saves and BabySteps to include savings for retirement and
homeownership
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Establishing Criteria for Policy Analysis
Criteria that are often used to evaluate policy include measures of effectiveness,
feasibility, efficiency, equity, and liberty (Coplin, 2017; Caputo, 2013). However, as noted
previously, policy evaluation can be highly subjective and values-based (Stone, 2012; Bardach &
Patashnik, 2019). Caputo (2013) explained that criteria might change depending on the type of
policy that is being evaluated; for example, equity might be more important when considering
healthcare while efficiency might be more important for agricultural subsidies. For the purposes
of the paper, criteria will be established based on the factors that influence the wealth gap and the
societal goals of the United States and Massachusetts.
The previous examination of factors influencing the Black-white wealth gap
demonstrated the importance of racial differences in workforce factors, education,
homeownership, and family financial support. This examination demonstrated that workforce
factors, education, and homeownership all independently influence wealth however, disparities
in these factors are also tied to family financial support. An individual’s ability to create wealth
from employment, educational attainment or homeownership is bolstered if they receive family
financial support. However, the ability of a family to provide financial support is also influenced
by historical disparities in employment, educational attainment, or homeownership. As a result,
policies will be evaluated on how they promote equity in family financial support as well as
workforce factors, education, and homeownership.
Connecting the wealth gap to societal goals demonstrated the ways in which the gap
violates core constitutional principles like the right to life, safety, liberty, equality, democracy,
and property. Due to the history of applying rational models to policy making, many political
and policy actors prioritize efficiency and feasibility when evaluating policy (Stone, 2012).
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However, equitable policies are rarely efficient or feasible because promoting equity requires
disrupting the status quo and promoting systemic change. When advocating for policies that
promote social justice, it is important to be able to discuss policy changes using dominant
frameworks which prioritize efficiency and feasibility. This does not mean sacrificing values like
equity or giving up on policies that promote long overdue change, it means being able to discuss
concerns about efficiency and feasibility which are such important values in dominant policy
making and political culture. As a result, policy options will be discussed considering these
goals. Efficiency will be defined as the ratio between input and output, focusing on the
relationship between costs and benefits (Stone, 2012). Feasibility will focus on how easy or
challenging a policy would it be to implement. Policies will be evaluated using the following
criteria which are listed in order of importance:
1. The policy promotes equity in family financial support as well as workforce factors,
educational attainment, and homeownership.
2. The policy creates outcomes that align with societal goals.
3. The policy is efficient and feasible.
Evaluating Policy Options
Criteria 1: The policy promotes equity in family financial support as well as workforce factors,
education, and homeownership.
Policies that improve public assistance could help raise the wealth floor. Allowing people
to save more while on public assistance could create a wealth floor, improving social security
benefit adequacy or implementing a basic income program could help families at the bottom of
income and wealth distributions have more money to save. If these policies were implemented in
Massachusetts, it is likely that median wealth of Black families would rise. However, these
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policies focus on creating a floor for workforce factors while failing to directly address Blackwhite disparities in family financial support, education, or homeownership. Kijakazi’s et al.
(2019) suggestion of reestablishing Social Security benefits for higher education for children
with deceased or disabled parents could lessen the impact of familial wealth on educational
attainment. However, this provision would not apply to children whose families are alive and
working but do not have wealth. These public programs are essential for providing survival
wealth to Americans but even with improvements, they are unlikely to transform Black-white
wealth distributions. Additionally, many of these changes would primarily support people in the
lowest portion of the wealth and income distribution without supporting middle class Americans
who still do not have significant amounts of wealth.
Policies related to homeownership, education, and the workforce could help reduce
disparities and the need for family financial support in those areas. Findings from Nam et al.
(2015) demonstrated that white children often receive significantly more family financial support
for homeownership, education, and emergencies like unemployment. Policies designed to
improve homeownership, change zoning, increase affordable housing stock could help Black
children supplement for a lack of family financial support. The same is true for education
policies that would offer free or reduced tuition or forgive student debt and for workforce
policies that increase benefits or guarantee jobs.
Policies that focus on taxing wealth and building assets directly address disparities in
family financial support. Taxing inheritances and capital gains as income or taxing wealth as
Senator Warren has proposed, could help reduce the amount of wealth that white families are
able to pass between generations. Additionally, changing tax credits could help create an income
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floor, like policies that make changes to public assistance. However, tax credits do not address
family financial support in the same way that other tax policies could.
The revenue raised from a wealth tax or taxing inheritances and capital gains as income
could be used to support asset building programs which directly address the lack of family
financial support for education and homeownership. When the government steps in to
supplement the wealth of children, disparities in family financial support are directly addressed.
The sliding scale for contributions in the 2018 American Opportunity Accounts Act also helps
ensure that all families, not just those fewest financial resources, receive support.
Criteria 2: The policy creates outcomes that align with societal goals
Life and Safety. Most of the policy options discussed would help people meet their basic
needs, therefore improving the life and safety of Bostonians. Regardless of the exact approach,
all the policies that improve public assistance and homeownership could allow families to direct
more resources toward their basic needs. Policies that support workers by increasing benefits and
wages could also ensure that families have more money to save for emergencies and medical
expenses. Asset building policies also improve life and safety by helping families build financial
security. Policies aimed at reducing the cost of education would help improve life and safety
more indirectly. Without student loan debt and with a higher level of education, individuals
might be able to dedicate more of their money toward their basic needs while also potentially
having access to higher salaries. Tax reform does not directly increase life and safety because the
policies focus on raising, not spending, revenue.
Liberty, Equality and Democracy. Several of the policy options could also increase
liberty or democracy. Taxing the wealth or taxing inheritances and capital gains as income, could
improve our democracy by reducing the amount of money that wealthy people have to influence
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government decision making. Using Stone’s (2012) definition of liberty as “having the wealth,
health, education, and political rights to exercise effective choice” (p. 125), policies that make
education more accessible, help individuals build assets or increase worker compensation may
increase liberty by helping build wealth. The stability that comes from increased wealth might
also help individuals have more time to engage in our democracy. In this way, housing and
public assistance programs can also increase liberty and improve our democracy by providing
people with more financial security. However, the wealth that is created through public
assistance and housing policies aligns more with Powell’s (as cited by Bryant el al., 2017)
definition of survival wealth rather than democratic wealth.
Property and Happiness. Housing, education, and asset policies could also improve
people’s right to property and happiness. In a very literal way, increasing homeownership,
affordable housing and changing zoning could allow more people to own property. Asset
building policies that allow people to spend money on homeownership could also accomplish
this. Using the definition of pursuit of happiness from Black’s Law Dictionary, any policy that
helps people pursue actions that result in enjoyment, prosperity or self-development could
increase the pursuit of happiness (Conklin, 2015). If education is considered part of selfdevelopment, then any policies that make educational access more equitable could also increase
the pursuit of happiness. Allowing people on public assistance to have more money, helping
people build assets, and helping people have more job opportunities could all also create
happiness by making prosperity and self-development more accessible. Although most of the tax
policies would still leave the wealthy with significant amounts of wealth and property, tax
policies do have the potential to harm the property and happiness of those who are taxed.
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Criteria 3: The policy is efficient and feasible
Feasibility. In this case, feasibility depends on the extent to which a policy would be
politically and logistically possible. Policies that change or build on existing programs are
generally more feasible than those which require implementing new systems and structures.
Changes to public assistance, social security, homeownership programs, affordable housing,
BabySteps and Boston Saves may face some political resistance due to durable stereotypes about
people living off government programs. Additionally, programs that change zoning and expand
affordable housing often prompt a not in my backyard (NIMBY) attitude and political resistance
from neighbors. However, making changes to these programs, could be feasible in the sense that
it would not require the creation of new infrastructure and could rely on systems that already
administer public assistance.
Similarly, taxing inheritances and capital gains as income or reforming tax deductions
and credit would also be logistically feasible because necessary systems already exist. Taxing
inheritances and capital gains as income could even simplify our tax system. Taxing wealth, like
Senator Warren’s plan, would be more complicated because it would require building the
capacity to support the valuation of assets and creation of enforcement mechanisms that would
prevent tax avoidance and evasion. Any changes to the tax code could be politically challenging
because they would primarily impact the wealthiest citizens who often have strong ties to
politicians and government.
Programs like a basic income or a jobs guarantee could be less feasible because they
would require new infrastructure while also expanding the role of government which could be
politically challenging. However, there is precedence for a basic income and jobs guarantee.
Funded through taxes on oil firms, the state of Alaska has sent an annual check to every resident
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since 1976 (Berman, 2018). Recent economic impact payments through the American Rescue
Plan (2021) have also functioned similarly to a basic income and have provided Americans with
money to spend at their discretion. While it was not a full jobs guarantee, from 1933 to 1941,
citizens could get jobs through the Civilian Conservation Corps (National Park Service, 2015).
These programs demonstrate that implementing more expansive policies to address the wealth
gap is possible.
In terms of education policies offering free and reduced tuition at select institutions could
be fairly feasible logistically and politically when compared to alternatives like forgiving student
debt which is more challenging logistically and politically. The idea of increasing access to
education by reducing financial barriers aligns much more with American values of hard work
and equal opportunity while forgiving student debt raises questions about how much debt should
be forgiven, for how long and for whom.
Efficiency. In this case, efficiency depends on the ratio between cost and impact. While
raising the floor and creating additional financial security for the most insecure families is
important, programs which improve public assistance and Social Security would not be very
efficient because they do not directly address the wealth gap. Even if people on public assistance
were able to save more and every Black family in Boston accumulated $12,125, the average
white family in Boston would still have $247,500 which is about 20 times that wealth (Munoz et
al., 2015). These policies also fail to address people in the middle of income distributions who
still may not have a lot of wealth. Supporting programs that support homeownership, education
or workers could help close the portion of the wealth gap that stems from disparities in those
areas however these policies do not address other aspects of the wealth gap like family financial
support. These programs would begin to chip away at the gap but would not come close to
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ameliorating the problem. Since reforming tax policy and helping families build assets through
improving programs like Boston Saves and BabySteps would adequately address disparities in
family financial support, their financial, political, and logistical costs are justified. Combining
these programs would directly address the factors influencing the wealth gap. The application of
criteria to major policy options can be seen in the following table.
Table 2
Evaluation of Policy Options with Established Criteria
Criteria

Public
Assistance

Tax

Housing

Education

Workforce

Asset

Addresses
disparities
in factors

Floor for
workforce
factors

Yes

Reduces
need for
housing
support

Reduces need
for education
support

Reduces need
for
emergency
support

Yes

Creates
outcomes
that align
with
societal
goals

Life, Safety

Democracy

Life, Safety, Life, Safety,
Property
Liberty,
Democracy,
Equality,
Happiness

Life, Safety,
Liberty,
Equality

Life, Safety,
Liberty,
Equality,
Democracy,
Property,
Happiness

Feasible

No new
infrastructure,
political
resistance
related to
welfare

No new
infrastructure,
political
resistance
related to
taxation

No new
infrastructure,
political
resistance
related to
NIMBYism

Efficient

No

Yes

No

No new
infrastructure,
political
resistance
related to
fairness
No

New
infrastructure,
recently
reduced
political
resistance
No

No new
infrastructure,
less political
concern due
to sliding
scale
Yes

Taxing Wealth and Building Assets
To address the historical, political, and socio-economic factors that shape Boston’s
Black-white wealth gap and fulfil constitutional promises, the city and Commonwealth must
work together to improve Boston Saves and BabySteps and increase funding by taxing
inheritances and capital gains as income. The city and Commonwealth have already begun to
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address educational inequities through these asset building programs. To address more factors
that influence the wealth gap, once participants in Boston Saves and BabySteps turn 18, they
should be able to spend the money on education, homeownership, or retirement. Currently the
city and Commonwealth provide participants with an initial $50 contribution followed by up to
$40 annually (Boston Public Schools, n.d.; Office of Economic Empowerment, n.d.). While this
is a great start, funding could be improved by taxing inheritances and capital gains as income.
The program would also model annual contributions off the American Opportunity Accounts Act
(2018) and create a sliding scale based on a family’s annual income.
Increasing Life, Safety, Property and Happiness
This policy would increase all resident’s right to life, safety, property, and happiness.
Considering that this policy would allow people to save more money for education,
homeownership or retirement, the policy could allow people access to better social determinants
of health which in turn could increase their life spans and health outcomes (Semyonov et al.,
2013; MA DPH, n.d.). Having this extra financial safety net could also reduce the chronic stress
that Braveman et al. (2018) described. By supplementing savings, the policy could also allow
families to dedicate more of their income toward health insurance and medical care. By helping
people save money for homeownership, the policy makes the right to property more obtainable.
Similarly, allowing people to save for education and retirement makes the right to the pursuit of
happiness more accessible by allowing people to pursue actions that are emotionally and
financially beneficial.
Promoting Equality
By allowing all families to receive an initial contribution and then basing annual
contributions off a family’s income, this policy would help level out wealth inequalities. Not
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only would this policy promote equality by helping families who have not been able to benefit
from the intergenerational transfer of wealth, the policy would also ensure that wealthy people
do not receive special treatment. Batchelder (2020) explained that taxing inheritances and capital
gains as income is only fair; currently people who work hard to earn their money or even those
who win the lottery must pay taxes while people who inherit money are not taxed on that wealth.
By taxing inheritances and capital gains, just as income and lottery winnings are taxed, this
policy ensures that the wealthy are treated equally.
Strengthening Democracy and Liberty
By helping all families have the wealth, health and education that Stone (2012) considers
essential to make an effective choice, this policy helps increase liberty. By also allowing
participants to spend their savings on education, homeownership, or retirement, the policy also
allows for individual decision making and economic freedom. By building assets, families will
transition from survival wealth to democratic wealth or wealth that allows them to distribute
resources in ways that build and strengthen democracy (Powell, as cited by Bryant el al., 2017).
Since liberty is achieved through collective action, when more citizens can engage in our
democracy, and not worry about their basic needs, everyone benefits (Allen, 2014). Additionally,
by taxing wealth, this policy also has the potential to dilute the influence of monied interests in
democratic decision making, transferring more power back to the average citizen.
Supporting the Economy
This policy would also help support the economy. While economists continue to debate
the impact of inequality on the economy, some argue that economic growth would improve if
wealth were more evenly distributed (Munoz et al., 2015). Secretary of the Treasury Janet Yellen
(2014) also identified inequality as a problem that can harm our economy. Hamilton et al. (2015)
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explained that wealth allows people to innovate or start new businesses which fuel our economy.
By helping families build wealth, the economy will only strengthen. While the impacts are
unknown, Batchelder (2020) explained that, despite arguments to the contrary, taxing wealth will
not harm economic growth. Batchelder (2020) identified four main reasons that people save
money, for egotistical reasons (to be rich and powerful), for life cycle reasons (retirement), for
altruistic reasons (for their children or others that they care about), or for exchange motivate
reasons (to compensate their heir for caring for them in old age). Because the first two
motivations--egotistical and life cycle reasons are so powerful--the wealthy reduce their savings
very little due to higher taxes (Batchelder, 2020). Additionally, taxing wealth could lead heirs to
work harder rather than living off their inheritances (Batchelder, 2020).
Limitations
Despite the benefits of adopting this policy, there are limitations and obstacles to
implementing these changes. The factors shaping the wealth gap are highly complex making
identifying cause nearly impossible. This policy was developed based on a review of literature
that examines the wealth gap and the factors influencing it. However, it is possible that policies
aimed at addressing other factors, rather than family financial transfers, could better address the
problem. The policy evaluation process was also based on societal values and educated attempts
to explore the feasibility and efficiency of policy options. As is the case with any subjective
process, it is possible that another person could use the criteria to reach other conclusions.
Despite the outlined benefits of this policy, there would also be logistical obstacles to
implementation. While the Boston Saves and BabySteps programs would serve as the foundation
for this policy, increasing their scale would likely require additional resources, technological
support and staff at the Office of Economic Empowerment which would likely be responsible for
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administering the program. Taxing wealth and capital gains would also have logistical
challenges. Batchelder (2020) emphasized that because the wealthy are highly resourced, any tax
on wealth must have measures that prevent avoidance or evasion. This would require granting
the Department of Revenue more resources and funding to increase tax enforcement.
To even consider how the program would be implemented, the changes to Boston Saves
and BabySteps, as well as the tax changes, would have to pass through the Massachusetts
Legislature. In a survey, Horowitz et al. (2020) found that 51% of people who are Democrats or
lean Democratic and 34% of Republicans and people who lean Republican say that wealthy
individuals have a responsibility to reduce inequality. Additionally, 69% of Democrats and
Democratic-leaning people and 36% of Republican and Republican-leaning people think that
increasing taxes on the wealthy would help reduce economic equality. While this polling is
promising, especially since Massachusetts tends to lean Democratic, it is still likely that the
policy would face political challenges.
Conclusion
A long history of racial discrimination has created Black-white disparities in socioeconomic factors like employment, education, homeownership, and family structure. These
disparities resulted in white Bostonians having a median wealth of $247,500 while Black
Bostonians have a median wealth of $8 (Munoz et al., 2015). This wealth gap is in direct
opposition to the goals outlined in the U.S. and Massachusetts Constitutions. If we want to fulfil
these societal goals and create an equal, democratic Commonwealth with a strong economy then
we must address the wealth gap head on by expanding the Boston Saves and BabySteps
programs and taxing wealth and capital gains as income. Not only would this policy have a
tremendous impact on Black-white wealth, homeownership, education, and family disparities,

FORGING A NEW FREEDOM TRAIL

67

but it would also improve access to education, homeownership, and a secure retirement
regardless of race.
The size and scope of equity related challenges, like the wealth gap, warrant bold,
progressive, multi-level policy solutions. This policy was selected through the previously
outlined understanding of how the wealth gap manifests itself in the Commonwealth and what
factors shape the gap. The benefits of expanding these asset building policies and taxing
inheritances and capital gains as income have been described. However, that is not to say that
this is our only option. There are so many policies that could chip away at some of the
components of the wealth gap. For example, policies that would advance educational equity,
raise the minimum wage, make buying a home easier, or reduce police violence and mass
incarceration could all reduce the gap. These policies should be supported and implemented, not
just to reduce the wealth gap and other inequities, but as part of our work to fulfill our societal
goals. However, if we want to address the Black-white wealth gap head on, then this proposal is
best suited to meet the challenge. By expanding asset building policies and by taxing
inheritances and capital gains as income, we can forge a pathway to Black-white wealth equity in
the Commonwealth.
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